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BENJAMIN A. GREENE 
The University of Chicago 



Matthew records the interviews of Jesus with his disciples at 
Bethany and at the Last Supper as final before he passes to his 
Gethsemane struggle and his arrest (Matt. 26: 1-30). Matthew's 
account agrees with that of Mark. They appear to call for a pla- 
cing of the Last Supper on Thursday night of Passion Week, and of 
the anointing of Jesus on the previous Tuesday. 

CHRONOLOGICAL DIFFICULTIES 

It is certain that Christ came from his Perean ministry with 
the intention of observing the Passover at Jerusalem and that he 
made Bethany a stopping-place a few days before that event. 
John (12:1) says he came there six days before the Passover. 

1. John's account would seem to indicate that the Supper in 
Bethany followed close upon his arrival. Most commentators 
would put it on the Friday before Passion Week. But inasmuch 
as John does not name a specific day, and continuity of narrative 
in the account of Mark, who is equally chronological with John, 
seems to place it definitely two days before the Passover, there is 
some ground for holding to the synoptic order of events. Surely, 
all that takes place at the Supper finds cumulative significance 
in allowing the historical contents of chaps. 21-25 in Matthew to 
go before. 

2. Matthew, Mark, and Luke say that the disciples made ready 
the Passover: and when the hour was come, they, together with 
Jesus, sat down. And Luke (22:15) further tells us that Jesus 
said, "With desire I have desired to eat this Passover with you 
before I suffer." Thus it seems conclusive, from this combined 
testimony, that the Lord's Supper was instituted in connection 

1 This study covers the International Uniform Sunday-School Lessons for October 
30 and November 6. 
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with the Passover. In introducing his account of the Supper, John 
says (13:1), "Now before the feast of the Passover." This, to- 
gether with what is said (18:28) about not entering the Praetorium, 
has led many to believe that Jesus anticipated the Passover a 
day or two, for the sake of secrecy. Accepting this view, how- 
ever, we are at once confronted with difficulties as serious as those 
we try to avoid. 

With regard to John 13:1 it is to be borne in mind that the 
disciples were together for some time probably before the actual 
eating of the Passover. "Before the feast" may reasonably be 
referred to the feet- washing, which "occurred after they reclined 
for supper, but before they actually partook of the feast." And, 
as to John 18:28, this certainly could be very sensibly interpreted 
as meaning, "that they might continue to enjoy the privileges of 
the Paschal feast." 

All admit that, at this point, there are chronological and textual 
perplexities to tax the learning and the skill of the most scholarly 
and acute. The Jewish practice of beginning and ending the day 
at evening time, the use of different terms for festival seasons, the 
massing of things in a paragraph which may not have been closely 
joined chronologically — these and other considerations involve the 
possibility of seeming contradiction. Sanday concludes, after all 
his study, "We must acknowledge our ignorance." 

One thing is fixed. While scholars may be divided as to the 
day of the month, and as to the year, whether 29 or 30 a.d., there 
is no question as to the day of the week when the Last Supper was 
instituted. In this last week of his life, so crowded with events, 
with final teachings, with misunderstandings and conspiracies, 
with forebodings deepening toward the actual encounter of his 
doom, there are two interviews over which we are to linger and from 
which to look upon his character, life, and work. 

IN BETHANY 

Jesus foresaw the crisis-pressure. He was human. As he 
went up into the mountain to be quiet with God preparatory to 
great work, so he coveted the stillness of the village, at the close 
of those final days, and the companionship of those who loved him, 
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to get his soul in readiness for the great ordeal. He chose Bethany, 
which held the home of Lazarus, Martha, and Mary, the home that 
meant so much to him for its genuine hospitality, its sympathetic 
fellowship, its subtle interpretative appreciation. He had passed 
with them through the experience of a great sorrow (John 1 1 : 18-44) 
followed by that of victorious joy which dipped down into deep 
mystery. How natural to covet such a place ! And this home was 
not the only one to give him welcome. It was probably one of a 
group. 

Jesus had finished his public ministry. The common people 
had heard him gladly. The leaders had become more and more 
disturbed. His conceptions were too spiritual and simple. He 
angered the scribes and Pharisees by showing up their super- 
ficiality, their technicalities in interpretation, and argument 
devoid of real ethical righteousness and religious life. He infuri- 
ated the chief priests and elders by arraigning their selfish greed 
of place and power, thus endangering their coveted prerogatives. 

Jesus had known for a long time what such a course on his part 
would lead to. And when he saw that the opposition was develop- 
ing into malicious, deadly hostility which no reasonable conduct 
on his part, no ministry of love, could turn aside, he gave them 
those severe, sometimes scathing words of warning and condemna- 
tion recorded in the previous five chapters, reaching over to a con- 
crete, specific prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem itself. 
Before he had reached Bethany, on three different occasions (Matt. 
16:21; 17:22; 20:18) he had told the disciples that they would 
go to Jerusalem, and that he there would be crucified by these 
leaders. They were sorry to hear him speak in that way of him- 
self, but evidently they did not take in the full situation. When 
they arrived in Bethany, he repeated what he before had stated 
and identified the time of his crucifixion with the near-by Passover. 
But they were in the midst of the process. Their eyes were seem- 
ingly holden. 

He knew what was going on (Matt. 26:2-4). Months before, 
the chief priests had sent officers to arrest him (John 7:45-49) 
but they did not then dare to do it for fear of the multitude. Now, 
they had decided upon secret, crafty plotting. For the purpose 
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of avoiding their former mistake, they thought they would not 
try to secure him during the feast, while the populace thronged 
the streets. What the people might be inclined to do was shown 
in their spreading of branches in his way, and in the Hozanna shout, 
as he made his first appearance in the city at that time (Matt. 
21:8,9). 

THE BETHANY SUPPER 

One of the other homes in Bethany was opened to receive 
guests in his honor: the home of Simon, known among his neigh- 
bors as a leper, who evidently had been cured and possibly by 
Jesus himself. Here are two friendly, genial homes, the nucleus of 
how large a circle we do not know. We have no full picture of the 
scene; but at the center there must have been admiration, 
gratitude, and love. 

One incident is selected for recital which lifts a cluster of lessons 
into rich significance: the uncalculating devotion of Mary, the 
indignant protest of the disciples at the expense of it, the commenda- 
tion of the act by Jesus, and his exaltation of it into an undreamed- 
of holy ministry. 

Matthew says, there came unto Jesus a woman having an 
alabaster cruse of exceeding precious ointment, and she poured it 
upon his head. John tells us (12:2,3) this woman was Mary, 
who was present with Lazarus her brother and also with Martha, 
who was helping serve. Mark (14:3-5) says the ointment 
was genuine and very costly. We find afterward that it was valued 
at 300 shillings, the equivalent of so many dollars; a sum amounting 
to what it would take a laboring man a year to earn. Here is evi- 
dence that the family of Lazarus was one of means. What leaps 
to the front, however, in our thinking is Mary's rich, spontaneous, 
uncalculating devotion. She detected his burden of heart. She 
knew that the rulers were against him, that enmities and hostilities 
were thickening fast. Oh! this good man, this wonderful teacher, 
this prophet of the living God, this God-character in human form ! 
Her heart went out to him in his gathering troubles. The thought 
came to her, and the next thing was the deed; as there had been 
the anointing of royalty and of prophets and of great benefactors, 
she would anoint Jesus. Yes, she would anoint not only his head 
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but also his feet (John 12:3), adding a touch of humility to make 
her devotion complete. Devout love bent on giving itself without 
figuring up the cost! 

How did the others look at it? Some of the disciples were 
indignant. They exclaimed, "What a waste! It might have been 
sold and given to the poor." Apparently they were murmuring 
among themselves. John particularizes Judas as protesting, and 
charges that his protest has back of it the motive of greed and theft 
(12:6). Undoubtedly the most of them were not sordid, but 
conscientious in their estimate of this seeming extravagance. 
Had not the Master said, a little before, " Inasmuch as ye have done 
it unto one of the least of these my brethren ye have done it unto 
me"? Was not the world's need then calling for help? There 
is, indeed, a moral obligation to figure costs and make comparison. 
But there is a law, then working in Mary's heart, which sometimes 
must have right of way. 

When Jesus perceived what was troubling them, he said, "Let 
her alone; she hath wrought a good work upon me." That spon- 
taneous, uncalculating devotion of hers came to him in a crucial 
moment. His human nature was yearning for a sympathetic 
atmosphere of fellowship. Two days later he would ask his 
disciples to keep awake and watch with him for an hour. It was 
the same longing farther on. There are times when the cost of a 
journey is not to be taken into account if, at the end of the journey, 
one can put his heart close to a heart that is being crushed. She 
wrought a beautiful deed. The motive made it radiant, put 
it altogether out of the cash- value class. She knew what it meant 
to her; she did not know what it meant to him. He said, "she 
hath done what she could; really she has prepared me for my 
burial." He exalted that beautiful, whole-souled service into an 
undreamed-of holy ministry. 

THE LAST SUPPER 

On Wednesday Jesus remained in the quiet of Bethany. Judas, 
the one disciple whose disappointment was deepening into treachery, 
used the day to bargain with the chief priests for the betrayal. 

On Thursday, Passover Day, the first of the "Feast of Unleav- 
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ened Bread," Jesus sent some of his disciples to Jerusalem to make 
ready the Passover. There appears to be a secret understanding 
on the part of Christ with some friend who would reserve a room 
in his house for that purpose. Evidently Jesus wished conceal- 
ment, at least security, until after this last supper. The disciples 
take a lamb to the Temple for sacrifice, according to custom, 
about 3 p.m. Then they return, roast the flesh with bitter herbs, 
and prepare the bread and wine. 

As sunset draws near, the disciples are all there. How long 
before the precise time for actually partaking of the Passover 
supper we do not know. Matthew passes at once, after it is made 
ready, to the sitting at meat; but Luke (22 : 24-30) as if in interrup- 
tion, introduces a discussion among the disciples as to who should 
be considered great, or possibly who should take precedence at 
the table. And John (13 : 2-20) introduces still another inter- 
mediate episode, certainly not irrelevant to what has just been 
noted. After once reclining, Jesus is represented as rising and 
giving them a lesson in humility, bending down and washing the 
disciples' feet. 

Now the Passover Feast. It was originally established as a 
memorial of deliverance out of bondage; escape from calamity 
(Exod. 12:1-14). Jesus had said, "With desire have I desired to 
eat this Passover with you before I suffer." His suffering, into 
the deeps of which he was then sinking, came in upon him like a 
flood. In addition to the misunderstanding and indifference of 
the great world, in addition to the hostility of rulers nursing deadly 
hate, and the treachery which would make a joining with that hate 
sitting there at the table where he sat, in addition to that, while he 
is preparing for sacrifice, he must quiet the disputatious selfishness 
of the disciples with whom he is to leave the finish of his work. 
That is the cruelty of suffering, to realize that into the deepest 
gloom, sometimes, the inconsiderateness of those he counted on 
thrust an added quiver and a deeper chill. Oh for a Mary to 
break her costly alabaster! 

But, come what would, "having loved his own he loved them 
to the end." One thing he wished to do, and with it seal all that 
he had done before: he wished to make the old Passover emerge 
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into a memorial supper of the new regime of the kingdom of God. 
He wanted, after all was over, to leave a memorial for them to 
look back upon and learn afresh the fathomless deeps of life's 
need and the sacrificing service which must meet them away out 
beyond the region of cash- value calculations. 

While partaking of the Passover, Jesus said, "One of you shall 
betray me." Possibly he alluded to this act that he might sift 
the traitor from the company. Sorrow fell upon the group and 
they began saying, "It is not I, Lord, is it?" The Master replied, 
" Good were it for that man if he had not been born." In response 
to Judas catching up the query of the company, Jesus made reply, 
"Thou sayest it." "This might be an ambiguous affirmative to 
any who overheard," but to the traitor himself a disclosure that he 
was fully understood. John (13:24-26) represents Peter as 
beckoning to one next to the Master to find out who it was that he 
meant; and says that Jesus indicated the man by dipping the 
sop and giving it to him. Then Jesus said to Judas, "That thou 
doest, do quickly." It is impossible to enter into the exact situa- 
tion and know and feel the social complex of the moment. It 
cannot be that the company actually knew what Judas was about 
to do. John says (13:28) "No man at the table knew for what 
intent he spake this unto him." But Judas went out into the 
night. 

Then Jesus, in the presence of the eleven remaining, instituted 
what we call the Lord's Supper. He took a loaf of the Passover 
bread, gave thanks, brake, gave to his disciples, saying, "Take, 
eat; this is my body." In like manner he took a cup, saying, 
"Drink ye all of it; for this is my blood of the covenant, which 
is shed for many unto the remission of sins." He had been observ- 
ing a Jewish, historic festival. Now he passes to institute a sym- 
bolic memorial of the personal relationship between himself and 
themselves as his disciples. His body is soon to be broken. His 
blood is to be shed. He is to make a sacrifice which shall throw a 
culminating luminous glow on all other acts and ideas of sacrifice. 

Surely, anyone who remembers such expressions as "I am the 
door," "I am the way," could not reasonably think that he was 
expecting these parting words of his to be taken literally. Rather, 
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this represents my body; this represents my blood; and back 
of both, the self-sacrifice of a life that loves totally and to the end. 
He borrowed his covenant phraseology from the institution of 
the Law (Exod. 24:8). And now he is to seal the new covenant 
(Jer. 31:31-35) of the kingdom with his own blood. Luke gives 
the added phrase, "Do this in remembrance of me" (22:19); 
and we know from I Cor. 11:25 that the memorial idea was seized 
upon and kept in precious remembrance and practice in the earliest 
days, a memorial that belonged to the entire discipleship. 

We are to look upon it, therefore, as a memorial antedating all 
church organization, standing back there, before ecclesiastical 
shibboleths began to be spoken and on an equal primal footing 
with the inalienable right to believe. 

They sang together a part of "the great Hallel" (Psalms 115- 
118). They went out together unto the Mount of Olives; but 
Jesus, though in their company, left more and more to himself, 
took his lonely way to Gethsemane and the Cross. 



